This study examined the learning and teaching approaches used in three kindergartens in Hong Kong. The kindergartens used the same curriculum package and were assessed as being of "good", "acceptable" and "unsatisfactory" quality, respectively, by the regulatory body. The participants were five kindergarten teachers and their students, and five specialists in pre-primary education who provided an independent assessment of kindergarten quality. Each teacher was observed for three hours a day over three consecutive days. The specialists discussed videotaped observations of learning activities from each of the kindergartens in a focus group, and rated kindergarten quality. The results indicated that the ratings of the regulatory body and the specialists were consistent and appeared to be informed by the criteria for "developmentally appropriate practices". The low-quality classroom was teacher-directed, engaged mainly in chalk-and talk and paper-and-pencil activities, and involved few interactions between the teacher and the children or among the children. The children in the other two kindergartens engaged in authentic learning activities, learned in small groups, appeared cognitively engaged and had many interactions with the teacher and other children. Although the kindergartens claimed to use the Montessori, Project and Unit approaches, the specialists felt that none of them actually implemented their purported approaches with fidelity. On the basis of these findings, suggestions are made to improve the quality of learning and teaching in pre-primary schools.
Introduction
ll of Hong Kong's pre-primary institutions belong to the private sector and are either non-profit-making or private independent schools. Both types are run by voluntary organisations or private individuals/organisations. Unlike primary and secondary schools, they do not receive full subsidies from the government, although they are expected to implement the educational reforms that apply to the former. Kindergartens must register with the Education Bureau (EDB) and submit to regular inspections.
The quality of pre-primary education in Hong Kong is monitored primarily by the EDB, which since 2000/01 has conducted annual Kindergarten Quality Assurance Inspections to assess the extent to which preschools are working toward high-quality learning and teaching (Hong Kong Government 2000) . Inspectors use a variety of methods to assess lesson quality, including observing activities, examining resources, reviewing documentary evidence and engaging in discussions with teachers and parents. The inspection reports become public documents and are available online. If a government-subsidised preschool fails an inspection, then its subsidies may be withdrawn (Hong Kong Government 2000) .
Since 2007, the HKSAR government has provided tuition fee subsidies for all children aged three to six using a "voucher" scheme. From the 2012/13 academic year, only non-profit-making kindergartens that meet government quality standards are eligible to redeem these vouchers. The stated aim of all of these government policies and measures is to raise the quality of pre-primary education in Hong Kong. In line with the quality review system under the voucher scheme, many pre-primary educators feel great pressure to implement good learning and teaching approaches. Most of the pre-primary institutions have adopted new teaching approaches to improve their competitiveness a positive effect on academic performance, self-esteem and attitudes toward lifelong learning (Burchinal et al. 2000; NICHD 2002; Sylva 1994; U.S. Department of Education 2000) . There is also substantial evidence of the effects of educational quality on children's cognitive, social and emotional outcomes (Andersson 1989; Belsky et al. 2007; Ceglowski and Bacigalupa and 2002; Clifford and Bryant 2003; Siraj-Blatchford et al. 2002; Sylva et al. 2004) . Recent global attention and significant government investment has highlighted the importance of pre-primary education because of the benefits it can bring. A significant part of this attention relates to quality (OECD 2012) .
It is important to determine which aspects of preschool quality contribute to positive outcomes for children. Pianta et al. (2002) considered quality to be related to such classroomlevel variables as classroom climate, teacher-child interaction and teaching processes. The teacher-child relationship is also seen as important to children's development (Kamii and Ewing 1996) . Research has shown that children exposed to higher levels of teacher-child verbal interaction perform better in language tests than those exposed to high levels of peer interaction alone (McCartney 1984) . A good relationship with teachers also allows children to feel accepted and safe, and to integrate into and cooperate with classroom activities (Pianta et al. 2002) .
Although no empirical studies on the relationship between preschool quality and child outcomes have been carried out in Hong Kong, a study by Clarke-Stewart and Allhusen (2002) revealed the importance of learning and teaching to pre-primary educational quality. This finding provided the impetus for this study, which examined learning and teaching quality in three Hong Kong kindergartens.
Approaches that the Three Kindergartens Claim to Use in their Curricula
There is no standardised curriculum for pre-primary education programmes in Hong Kong, but the EDB issues curriculum guidelines. Thus, kindergartens have considerable flexibility and room for elaboration in organising teaching content and in the way this content is taught.
Little research has been conducted on the implementation of pre-primary teaching approaches in Hong Kong, although the Unit Approach, Project Approach, Thematic Approach and Montessori Approach are typically used in pre-primary education. The small number of local studies on the quality of learning and teaching highlights the importance of this study.
The Project Approach
The Project Approach, which was developed by Katz and Chard (2000) , involves the in-depth study of a topic or concept that has personal meaning to children. The children themselves often suggest the project topics and actively participate in planning the activities, which may carry on for several days or weeks. Project work is neither direct instruction nor spontaneous play, but emerges from children's interests in real-life concepts or experiences. Both the planning and implementation of the projects encourage children's thinking, problem-solving and socialnegotiation skills (Katz & Chard 2000) . Investigation is emphasised in the Project Approach, and children are encouraged to act as data collectors. A wide variety of concepts and skills in different subject-matter areas can be covered in a project, such as writing, reading, building, calculating, problem solving, analysing and observing (Katz & Chard 2000) . Children choose the focus, activities and the amount of time spent on each topic. Projects proposed by Katz and Chard may involve baskets, shadows and light, shoes, homes, chairs, water and school buses. In a project on school buses, for example, children go outside of the classroom to study specific aspects of school buses, such as the types of wheels and tyres. They also engage in activities inside the classroom, such as constructing a school bus out of clay or cardboard. Through this approach, children link what they have learned outside of the classroom to the tasks and activities in which they are engaged inside the classroom.
The Montessori Approach
The Montessori Approach refers to educational activities that conform to the pedagogical thinking of Maria Montessori (1964) . This approach is mainly used in Montessori schools or teaching institutions authorised and approved by the Association Montessori Internationale (AMI) or the American Montessori Society (AMS), and brought into practice by teachers trained and approved by the AMI or AMS. Characteristics of the Montessori Approach include mixed age groups, a set of specifically designed educational materials, children being given sufficient time and space to select and autonomously manipulate the teaching tools, cooperation, and no tests. Teachers provide assistance to children in the form of individual or group guidance to develop their academic and social skills.
According to Montessori (1964) , although there are many conditions for successful education, the most important are that there should be a suitable teaching and learning environment that includes all of the necessary information and practice tools, and that sufficient preparatory work is carried out by teachers, which means that teachers should have a real understanding of the activities involved. Huo and Qi (2008) pointed out that the Montessori teaching tools are mostly mechanical. After more than 40 years of use in pre-primary education all over the world, they are proven to be effective teaching tools for the physical training of children, and are recognised in academic circles as indispensable teaching tools for pre-primary education. The Montessori Approach requires that teachers only demonstrate the correct use of the teaching tools and teach children the rules of their use; the design and transformation of the tools are left to the children to understand and explore. Furthermore, there is no fixed form or template for the tools, which allows children to use their own imagination and thinking skills.
The most distinctive point of Montessori education lies in the role played by Montessori teachers, which differs from that of teachers in traditional schools. Teachers in Montessori schools allow children to get in touch with the teaching materials on their own, and act as a bridge between children and the teaching environment. In this way, teachers are monitors and administrators of the "environment".
The Unit Approach
"Unit" had become a popular word in the field of education by the early 20 th century, although the meaning of the word in terms of the Unit Approach is somewhat obscure. According to Morrison (1931) , certain "child-centred" or "society-centred" modern educators think that traditional subject-divided teaching lacks integration, thus causing children to learn only fragmented knowledge that is not easy to apply and resulting in material that lacks interest and meaning. The answer to this problem is to generate teaching materials in meaningful combinations or units, which gives rise to more meaningful learning. Sun (1969) suggested that a unit is a life-centred, purposeful, cross-subject and complete learning activity, which needs a longer learning time and provides students with the opportunity to develop social behaviour. Wang (1987) posited that the Unit Approach refers to a complete teaching activity that has a clear teaching aim, adopts teaching materials that fit in closely with this aim, uses efficient methods to instruct children to learn and has a concrete standard for inspecting the teaching outcome. Students acquire a complete learning experience, rather than fragmented knowledge or simply abstract words and symbols from books.
The Unit Approach thus involves complete teaching activities. It values the development of a well-rounded personality and abandons totally teacher-centred situations. Its aims are to enhance children's knowledge and skills and cultivate their ideas and attitudes so that they can change their behaviour and strengthen their ability to adapt to their living environment.
When teachers use the Unit Approach, the design of the activities should allow children room for development and interaction. The design of the activities should also make children the subject and should provide opportunities for exploration, personal experience and manipulation. More consideration should also be given to group activity planning. In the practice of teaching, teachers should make good use of higher-order questions to arouse the children's interest and increase their depth of learning, and should also cater to their individual differences (Chien 2002) .
According to the programme handbook of the Hong Kong Christian Service (1994), the Unit Approach suggests that all activities be designed around a concept. Every unit concept is introduced by different activities, such as creating pictures and stories, and every activity centres on the unit concept. This approach enables children to understand each concept from different angles and acquire complete knowledge of it, and to avoid acquiring fragmented, dispersed knowledge and techniques. The ideas on which the activities are based mostly come from the children's surrounding environment and can be applied in daily life, rather than being disconnected from reality. As the curriculum content is related to real life, very often on-site visits or school visits by social celebrities and parents are arranged.
The similarities and differences between the three teaching approaches outlined in this section are summarised succinctly by Liu (2003) :
The Unit Approach, Project Approach and Thematic Approach all use a theme to run through and unite the thematic curriculum of children's learning content. The differences among the Unit Approach, Project Approach and Thematic Approach lie in teachers' and children's power to make decisions of the program, and to what extent teachers have planned for program implementation (p. 122).
Although these different teaching approaches have different pros and cons, the decision as to how to teach effectively should lie not in whether to use the Project Approach or the Unit Approach, but in how to allow children to participate in planning the learning process and how to adjust the planning of the teaching activities according to children's interests.
Method

Participants
The main participants were five pre-primary education specialists (Specialists A-E) who were teacher educators in a local tertiary institution. They observed five kindergarten teachers from the three participating kindergartens and their 79 K2 students (4-and 5-year-olds). In addition to general knowledge about the pre-primary curricula, the specialists had expertise in one or more of the following areas: pre-primary mathematics, physical development, socio-moral development and art. The kindergartens were purposively selected to ensure that the sample comprised institutions that the EDB had assessed in the same year to be of different quality levels. Those selected also adopted the same curriculum package (including textbooks), thus ensuring that any variation in learning and teaching reflected the methods of instruction, rather than the curriculum content. The three kindergartens were government-aided, not-for-profit institutions located in different regions of Hong Kong, had been in operation for a similar number of years, and had been rated "good" (Kindergarten A), "acceptable" (B) and "unsatisfactory" (C) by the EDB. Kindergarten C had received a warning letter advising it to make improvements to ensure that it continued to receive subsidies.
The most widely consulted quality measure for learning and teaching by pre-primary institutions in Hong Kong is the "Guide to Using the Pre-primary Performance Indicators in Learning and Teaching" by Wong et al. (2003) . This guide was developed based on the second edition of "Learning and Teaching from the Pre-primary Performance Indicators", which was the result of collaboration between the EDB and the Social Welfare Department (SWD). The "Class Observation Form" (shown in Appendix 1) used in the current study was designed with reference to this guide.
Procedure
The five specialists formed a focus group, and viewed three hours of videotaped observations selected to present a range of learning and teaching activities in the three kindergartens. Teachers' actual classroom practices are of vital importance to children's learning, and are also the main means by which pre-primary teaching and learning in Hong Kong is evaluated. The specialists were first asked to rate the kindergartens' learning and teaching quality in four areasactivity design, activity implementation, classroom culture and teacher's performance -on a questionnaire using a Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 (to a great extent). A rating value of 6 (don't know or not applicable [NA] ) was also allowed when there was insufficient evidence for them to make a judgement on a given indicator. The questionnaire also included ratings of the likely effect of instruction and a capsule rating of lesson quality.
The specialists' overall assessment of learning and teaching approaches in the three kindergartens were then elicited by four questions, designed to initiate open-ended discussion in the focus group. This focus group discussion served as the primary method of collecting descriptive data. The discussion ranged from teaching modes, methods and strategies, to classroom quality and correspondence with the ideals of pre-primary educational quality. After the group discussion, the specialists were interviewed separately to gain a better understanding of their assessments (see Appendix 2) and how they compared with those of the EDB and of the researcher.
Results
The discussions and interview transcripts were analysed in two rounds to determine the specialists' opinions of the teaching conditions and teachers' attitudes and beliefs. Validation of the data was achieved by triangulating the specialist and participant-observer (researcher) perspectives on the classroom events. Theoretical validation was achieved by discussing the emerging conclusions in the focus group. Moreover, the researcher has more than 30 years of experience in pre-primary education, which renders her a study instrument in her own right, further boosting the reliability and validity of the analysis and observations.
Focus Group Ratings
Kindergartens A and B consistently outranked C in all four criteria on the questionnaire -activity design, activity implementation, classroom culture and teacher's performance -as seen in Table  1 and in the following discussion. Differing slightly from the results of the EDB quality assessments of these schools, however, Kindergarten B generally achieved higher scores than A.
Kindergartens A and B were rated satisfactory in terms of activity design, with the latter achieving a slightly higher rating (3.72) than the former (3.27) . In contrast, the mean rating for Kindergarten C was only 1.93. Kindergarten B also received the highest score for activity implementation (3.87), although Kindergarten A was not far behind (3.47) . Kindergarten C's score for this criterion was considerably lower at 1.53. Kindergarten B also outranked the other two in terms of classroom culture, achieving a mean score of 4.20, compared with 3.68 for Kindergarten A and a very poor 1.23 for Kindergarten C. Finally, in terms of teachers' performance, Kindergarten A achieved a mean score of 3.55, Kindergarten B 3.92 and Kindergarten C 1.62 (see Table 1 ). 
Focus Group Discussion
The focus group discussions shed light on the teaching approaches, strategies and materials in the three kindergartens. Kindergarten A implemented the Montessori Approach, which emphasises the use of mixed-age activities, and Kindergarten B the Project Approach, which emphasises children's active exploration and discovery. Kindergarten C, in contrast, implemented the Unit Approach and generally adopted a didactic teaching approach in which the teacher talks and the children listen, and teacher-child interaction took the form of demonstration and repetition. The teaching in Kindergartens A and B was interactive and the teachers made use of a variety of materials, encouraged questions, offered opportunities for hands-on experience and regularly praised and encouraged the children. The teaching materials in Kindergarten C, in contrast, were chiefly worksheets and textbooks, and there was little teacher-child interaction. The teaching strategies mainly consisted of repetition and explanation, and the children were frequently criticised and rarely given positive responses. The specialists concurred that Kindergarten A had a rich classroom environment, with enthusiastic teachers who were willing to interact with the children and participate in activities, emphasised moral education and paid attention to children's self-learning abilities. However, they questioned the extent to which teaching theories were being put into practice, and Specialist B described the teaching tools as "relatively monotonous". In Kindergarten B, which claimed to use the Project Approach, the only project work observed was an "interview" carried out with the school's principal. Specialists A and C agreed that the teacher understood the theory underpinning this activity, but the former felt that she failed to use an appropriate learning strategy, and the latter that she failed to convey its purpose to the children. The specialists largely agreed that the classroom culture in Kindergarten B was good, and the teacher was positive and responsive to the children. The situation in Kindergarten C was very different. The five specialists agreed that the teaching approach was traditional, with the teacher paying a great deal of attention to results but failing to address the developmental needs and learning abilities of individual children. They also noted that she failed to provide effective and authentic teaching materials, and instead emphasised memorisation. She also ignored the children's responses and frequently used a punitive tone, resulting in a distant teacher-child relationship.
General View of Classroom Activities
General View of Teachers' Attitudes
Specialist B praised the teaching attitudes of both Kindergarten A teachers, particularly their concern for the children. An expert in child development, this specialist was particularly interested in whether the teachers sought to enhance the children's sense of responsibility. Specialist D was very impressed with one of the Kindergarten B teachers, praising her teaching attitude, constant smile and regular praise and encouragement of the children during group activities. Again, the situation in Kindergarten C was markedly different. The five specialists agreed that the teacher in this school lacked any enthusiasm for teaching. Specialist C, a physical education expert, was particularly interested whether the teachers actively participated in and interacted with the children during physical activities. She noted that the Kindergarten C teacher most definitely did not. She also criticised this teacher for her harsh tone with children during conflicts. In sum, the Kindergarten C teacher was assessed as never smiling at the children, repeatedly using the same teaching methods, seldom allowing the children to participate freely and actively and rarely responding positively to their performance.
Discussion
The objectives of this study were to identify the learning and teaching approaches used in kindergartens that the EDB rated as having different levels of quality, and to compare these ratings with those of specialists (pre-primary teacher educators). Analysis of the specialist focus group discussion revealed two main findings about the learning and teaching practices in the three kindergartens and their resultant quality. First, although there was an 18-month interval between the EDB assessments and those of the specialists, their conclusions were similar. Both found the quality of instruction to vary markedly across the three kindergartens. Second, the three kindergartens claimed to adopt different approaches to learning, namely, the Montessori, Project and Unit Approaches, and yet the researcher's observations and specialists' comments suggest that none actually implemented their purported approach faithfully. In the specialists' view, this was because the teachers had only a superficial understanding of the theories underpinning these approaches. The biggest differences between the three kindergartens lay in their teaching strategies, methods and materials, and teachers' attitudes. Regardless of which teaching approach a kindergarten adopts, the most important factor is the teachers' mastery of the concepts and practices of that approach. The findings of this study support the hypothesis that the quality of pre-primary education depends on the process and implementation of the teaching approach adopted.
Superficial Adoption of Teaching Approaches
As noted, the specialists concurred that the superficial application of kindergartens' purported teaching approaches was the result of the teachers' superficial understanding of the theories underlying them. The following analysis compares the three approaches with the actual teaching conditions in the three kindergartens.
Learning and Teaching in Kindergarten A
The Montessori Approach states that children must be taught in a "well-equipped" environment that affords free access to teaching materials at any time. Teachers should focus on children's intrinsic needs, give them enough time to manipulate the teaching tools, carry out their own "research" and provide individual counselling as needed, and they should not interfere with the children's spontaneous interest and level of participation (Montessori 1967) . In contrast to these stipulations, however, Kindergarten A had implemented group and section learning, rather than individual learning. Further, its teachers had received no professional training in the Montessori Approach other than guidance from the principal, and the teaching tools and environment did not accord with Montessori practice. Although Kindergarten A focused on children's participation and teacher-child interaction, and the teachers were observed to encourage the children to use their imagination in a concrete and visible way, it did not allow them to select "learning corners" freely and the corners that were available were not decorated with thematic content, as specified in the Montessori Approach. Also, although the teacher arranged a variety of teaching materials and activities, they were relatively monotonous and the children were not allowed to select the latter freely. Kindergarten A was clearly unaware -or chose to ignore -that the key to the effectiveness of the Montessori Approach lies in giving children the opportunity to choose activities freely (Qian 2008 ).
Learning and Teaching in Kindergarten B
Kindergarten B had an open atmosphere and teachers were encouraged to try different teaching methods. The teacher allowed the children to learn through exploration and interaction with her and the other children. She also provided stimulating materials that were concrete, real and relevant to the children's lives, and gave the children opportunities to choose from among these materials and explore knowledge through active involvement, all of which are characteristics of high-quality pre-primary education (Burchinal, Cryer and Clifford 2002) . However, although this kindergarten claimed to use the Project Approach, which emphasises children's authentic experiences and interests (Katz and Chard 2000) , the specialists felt that the teacher had only a superficial grasp of its underlying theory.
For example, although interview activities are one of the strategies used in the Project Approach, the teacher failed to implement such activities properly, possibly due to her lack of theoretical understanding. In contravention of the Project Approach, for instance, the teacher chose the interview topics, failed to engage the children in discussion before the interview activities and her objective was to find specific answers. The specialists stressed that the teacher's decision to have the children interview the kindergarten's principal did not take the children's interests into account, although they did at least learn about the concept of interviewing. They suggested that the activity would have been more effective if the teacher had discussed the topic with the children beforehand and also engaged them in a variety of activities, such as going to the library, reading, writing, data analysis, model making, story and art creation and role plays. Kindergarten B teacher's enthusiasm for leading "project activities", but failure to progress beyond a superficial understanding of the concepts behind them, is typical of the way in which the Project Approach is currently implemented in many Hong Kong kindergartens (Cheng 2006 ).
Learning and Teaching in Kindergarten C
The Unit Approach emphasises interaction among children and activity-appropriate teaching materials, but the Kindergarten C teacher failed in both respects. This kindergarten as a whole was observed to adopt a teacher-dominant approach in which the children remained passive. Any teacher-child interaction that existed tended to occur as part of whole-group instruction, rather than through one-to-one dialogue, which reaffirms the "general tendency of teachers to dominate conversation in the classroom" (Wells 1987, 45) .
In addition, the teacher observed by the specialists displayed an authoritarian manner, had overly high expectations of the children and a very detached relationship with them, all of which are indicators of poor classroom quality (Howes and Ritchie 2002) . The specialists felt that she had failed to internalise the Unit Approach and had not devised her teaching plan in a systematic manner. She also failed to carry through the unit concept and consistently used unrealistic materials to introduce theme-related activities. Her focus on a pre-set curriculum that was outside the children's experience and her overuse of textbooks and copying exercises also diverged from the theory underpinning the Unit Approach, and from the general tenets of high-quality preprimary education.
Kindergarten C appeared to be practicing an early form of the Unit Approach in which the teacher talks and the children listen, the teacher teaches and the children learn, and the teacher does and the children watch, in contrast to its current form, which emphasises children's active participation in the learning process (Lu 2003) . Although some teachers in Hong Kong kindergartens that still use the Unit Approach try to incorporate multi-dimensional activities that emphasise children's experience, most pre-primary teachers in Hong Kong use methods similar to those observed in Kindergarten C.
As noted, the specialists concurred with the EDB's assessment of significant differences in teaching quality across the three kindergartens. Kindergarten A and B's ratings for activity design and implementation, classroom culture and teachers' performance ranged between 3 and 4 (see Table 1 ), whereas those for Kindergarten C remained within the 1 to 2 range. It is clear that the classrooms of Kindergartens A and B were of high quality, and those of C low. Peisner-Feinberg et al. (2001) demonstrated that high-quality kindergartens usually provide "well-planned, child-centred and play-oriented" DAP that encourages children to choose activities based on their personal interests. Such institutions also emphasise parental involvement, two-way interaction and context-matched materials, and take advantage of children's natural curiosity. To a certain extent, Kindergartens A and B had adopted DAP, coordinated their programmes with children's learning and implemented those programmes appropriately, as the ratings in Table 1 show.
Characteristics of High-quality Classrooms
The National Research Council (2001) recommends that teachers establish close relationships with children by encouraging their active participation in class, engaging them in in-depth conversations and material-aided activities, and checking whether they need assistance. The conversations, language used, games played and positive classroom management strategies adopted by the teachers in Kindergartens A and B showed their effectiveness in this regard. Effective teaching was also evidenced by the range of creative activities, including dramatic play, block building, water and artistic games and language activities such as reading, storytelling and singing.
Characteristics of Low-quality Classrooms
Research has shown that the characteristics of low-quality classrooms include an emphasis on pre-set programs, a lack of choice for children, the frequent use of direct teaching and large-group activities. Such developmentally inappropriate practices are reported to be related to poorer reasoning and problem-solving skills (Sigel 1987) , poorer academic results (Burts et al. 1990 ) and less engagement in pro-social behaviour (Burts et al. 1993) .
Both the EDB inspectors and specialists criticised Kindergarten C for its emphasis on copying exercises and rote learning. Many pre-primary educators warn against such methods, which are considered to neglect children's social and emotional development. The academic skills approach, which adopts a didactic and teacher-directed "drill and practice" mode, has also been shown to reduce children's confidence and learning enthusiasm (NAEYC 2005; Katz and Chard 2000) . It is evident from both the focus group discussion and literature review that teachers' and children's responses, teaching approaches and materials, DAP, structural and process quality and learning outcomes are all important factors in kindergarten quality.
Limitations
This study has two limitations. First, it is limited by the small sample size of only three participating pre-primary institutions. The sample was small because the principals, teachers and children from the three kindergartens were purposively selected to address the research questions. The three kindergartens offer classes for children aged three to six. However, the learning and teaching activities and the teachers' performances could only be observed in one of the classes for four-to five-year-olds at each kindergarten; thus, the information obtained was limited. It can be used for a basic understanding of the teaching approaches used but it is suggested that longitudinal data be used for a deeper understanding and more in-depth analysis of the teaching approaches and to enhance the validity of the study.
The second limitation is that the teachers and the children may have been aware of the observations taking place in the classroom, and this may have affected some of their responses.
Conclusion
Learning and teaching are complicated phenomena. This study depicts classroom activities in three kindergartens, and, despite its limitations, shows the different teaching approaches adopted by these kindergartens. In observing the different teaching approaches, this study uncovers best practice in promoting children's learning and demonstrates the importance of assisting teachers to be introspective regarding their own teaching practices and theory. It highlights that teachers must put their own learning into practice. If there is a contradiction between a teacher's practices and theory, then the learning outcomes for the children will not be consistent and the teacher's effectiveness will be lessened, which will lead to a failure to achieve high-quality education (Kim 2003) . Conversely, the outcome can be very positive if teachers believe in their own philosophical ideas and master them to produce more learning in children and more developmentally appropriate practice.
If the three participating kindergartens had followed the teaching approaches that they purported to have adopted in a comprehensive fashion, and put the theories underlying those approaches into practice, then they would have achieved higher educational standards. Although the teaching quality of Kindergartens A and B was already relatively high, their implementation of their respective teaching approaches was largely superficial. The findings of this study highlight the danger of the superficial adoption of teaching approaches, and suggest that caution be exercised in adopting new approaches. Rather than simply state that they are implementing a given approach, pre-primary educators should carry out in-depth studies into its implementation to ensure that they are delivering high-quality education. The divergence between theory and practice is the main reason for the simultaneous occurrence of high-and low-quality classrooms in this research. It is hoped that the discussion and analysis presented herein will provide insights into how pre-primary educators can be encouraged to examine their own teaching practices to ensure that they have mastered the fundamental concepts of the approaches they espouse.
Although the EDB gave different quality ratings to Kindergartens A (good) and B (acceptable), the specialists did not make such a marked distinction. There are several possible explanations. First, there was an 18-month gap between the two ratings and Kindergarten B may have improved in the interim. Second, the 5-point rating scale used in the questionnaire may not have been sufficiently sensitive to tap the distinctions between "good" and "acceptable" kindergartens. Third, the different approaches adopted by the three kindergartens may have engendered different degrees of child-centred pedagogy, although the specialists felt that none of them had implemented their chosen approach with any fidelity.
The results of this study have two major implications for practicing teachers and the Hong Kong government. First, teachers must understand that the teaching approach they adopt is strongly related to the quality of the education they provide. Second, the government needs to expand professional training for pre-primary teachers to improve pre-primary educational quality. Regardless of the teaching approach adopted, teachers must fully grasp its underlying theory to carry it out effectively. Several teaching strategies are recommended for the delivery of truly high-quality pre-primary education. To improve active learning, teachers need to cultivate patience and allow children sufficient time to learn, which involves adjustment to children's rate of cognition. Teachers should also explore children's interests and concerns and draw upon their strong and natural sense of curiosity, and then take both as their point of departure in teaching. Copple and Bredekamp (2006) argued that the best way to promote children's construction of knowledge is to engage their interest.
Specialist D, who is the author of the textbook used by the participating kindergartens, recommended that schools provide varied learning content and an environment to match the teaching materials they select, which is not only an important prerequisite for active learning, but also a basic requirement for effective teaching. In a varied and flexible learning environment, children can choose materials on their own and decide what to do with them, thereby enabling them to adjust their existing experiences actively, clarify any misunderstandings and solve problems themselves. When their participation is required, teachers should try their best to provide a choice of content and materials of varying levels of difficulty.
This study illustrates some of the typical learning and teaching approaches and methods employed in Hong Kong kindergartens, and sheds light on the measures that need to be taken in the provision of high-quality pre-primary education in different countries. It is hoped that researchers will carry out more in-depth studies into other areas related to the delivery of highquality pre-primary education, such as the provision of teacher training subsidies, teachers' beliefs and practices, and methods for relieving parental worries over the pre-primary to primary transition. In-depth case studies of the learning and teaching methods of the Project, Montessori and Unit Approaches would also be of value, particularly in light of the recent pedagogical changes in the latter approach.
